A Journey to the Valley of the Assassins
never say " No " to anyone. It was a poor affair to be
a married woman, anyway. Perhaps if I did not mind I
would let her sleep in my room that night? This harangue,
delivered in a series of short attacks whenever the pilau in
the next room could be left for a moment, and addressed
in general to the circle on the floor, caused much amusement.
The final threat and climax was addressed to me with a
mischievous and engaging twinkle. 'Aziz continued to
smile unperturbed.
We spent the evening discussing geography. When the
guest room was empty Ismail, now well trained to the
routine, gave instructions for hot water: the children were
tucked to sleep under a quilt on die floor; and the rest of
the family settled in the outer room.
'Aziz had never been to the castle of Nevisar Shah, nor
had Ismail. It is, indeed, unvisited except by shepherds
or hunters of ibex, and of these there are not many.
The only weapon I saw in Alamut was a muzzle-loading
gun immensely long, which appeared next morning slung
at the back of a tall long-faced man dressed in blue cotton
who was to take us up. He was the village dyer and his
hands were stained dark blue, but he was also a hunter, and
took the rocks on our path with the slow easy stride of the
hills while "Aziz and Ismail panted behind him and the
mules seemed to be standing on their hind legs. The path
wound up to a green col where the old people of the fort
were buried; their graves lay open, robbed long ago.
There we left Ismail with the mules and the samovar
and the water-jar, and climbed over shale and grass and
slabs of granite, round corners where hands and feet
were both required, where one could look down over
the cliff of Garmrud into country even wilder and more
desolate beyond, or eastward over spurs and pinnacles to
[230]

